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graduate friends who were volunteering at a shelter in Syracuse, NY. The sheer enormity of the problem of domestic violence led me to do a serious review of the literature. What became abundantly clear was that although there was considerable research around domestic violence there was little on its prevalence among ethnic minority communities, especially recent immigrants in the US. Such a situation had enormous consequences for abused ethnic minority women. Their problems remained invisible and common myths and stereotypes that oppress them persisted. It precluded the effective identification, intervention, and prevention of the forms of abuse perpetrated against them. Stereotypical images prevented an understanding of the systemic ways by which mainstream social, economic, and political institutions contribute to the violence against minority communities.
My research interest was also inf luenced by the electronic media and a few talks that I attended on South Asian women addressing domestic violence within the South Asian community in the U.S. At the forefront were South Asian Women's Organizations or what I called SAWOs such as Manavi, Sakhi, Apna Ghar, Maitri, Narika, SEWAA and Sneha. The SAWOs played a critical role in the 1990s in shifting domestic violence from a private problem into a public issue. At the same time these SAWOs challenged monolithic constructs both within their communities and mainstream feminism.
In 1989 I had also just finished my PhD on dual ethnic identity and dual marginality on the Indian Jews in India and Israel. Given my research focus on power relations, issues of migration, South Asia and my growing interests around gender and violence, I was drawn to examining domestic violence among South Asian immigrants in the US. At that time, no academic had done in-depth research on domestic violence in the South Asian community and I decided that this would be my next research project.
Since then I have had the opportunity to listen, learn, and engage with, survivors, activists, researchers, policy makers who continuously inspire me but also compel me to think of the complexities of addressing violence against women (VAW). Clearly the VAW movement has achieved a lot but the past twenty five years have also shown me the challenges and possibilities in bringing about substantive change.
Brigitte Aulenbacher and Birgit Riegraf:
In your work you emphasize that violence against women intersects with other forms of oppression and discrimination. How would you describe the relations of dominance behind violence against women? And how can we ref lect on these relations and their intersections?
Margaret Abraham: Abused women's experiences as well as the work of researchers, activists and practitioners who address violence against women in various parts of the world demonstrate the limitations of understanding relations of dominance solely in terms of gender inequality. We need to carefully consider how diverse forms of power, privilege, and control manifest themselves as oppression and discrimination in the social, economic and political structure of societies. If we only focus on gender, then we both homogenize »women« (universalism) and deny justice and protection to categories of women whose lived experiences are not solely the outcome of gender inequality intersect also with race, ethnicity, class, caste, religion, sexuality, and citizenship. To really address violence against women, we definitely need to challenge patriarchal structures and relations within societies but we also need to challenge those structures of power and those institutions that create and maintain other forms of inequality and oppression which, in interaction with patriarchal structures and practices, maintain and exacerbate violence against women. Racism, rising anti-immigrant climate, classism, casteism, religious fundamentalism, xenophobia and homophobia contribute to cultural and structural violence against women, but also to violence for some groups of men and the LGBTQ community.
In the context of addressing violence against women we must explicitly acknowledge both the commonality and differences of experiences based on the various forms of social division. Exploring and explicitly acknowledging the commonalities and differences in the sources, manifestations and outcomes of power, as well as mutually reinforcing interactions, at the inter-personal, community and macro-institutional levels across time and space, help us to systematically and strategically consider solutions to ending gender and intersectional violence. Intersectionality provides a conceptual framework, and an analytical tool that helps explain the relations of dominance in addressing violence against women. For me, an intersectional analysis avoids the risks of essentializing universalism and culture-blaming particularism. In my research, teaching and activism, I have found that an intersectional framework can show how violence against women is closely interwoven with structural and cultural oppression.
In the United States, people of color have historically experienced cumulative inequality and institutionalized cultural and economic racism. Often due to issues such as non-citizen status, gender, ethnicity, and race, immigrant women of color experience significant hardship. Time and again, we see how immigration, welfare laws, the justice system in various countries negatively targets certain minorities. In some countries, immigrants are often excluded from consideration in addressing violence against women and this impacts abused immigrant women in complex ways, including sometimes forcing them to stay in abusive relationships at great risk to their lives. For me, gendered violence entails looking at the realities of those who encounter violence within the larger cultural, social, economic and political contexts.
While we have made some critical intellectual and political progress in developing our analysis, we have yet to adequately address the linkages and intersections between gender and other forms oppression in addressing the problem of VAW.
If we take intersectional analysis seriously we have to distinguish between different vulnerabilities and risks of women to get victims of violence on the one hand. Some of them are more vulnerable (in particular, indigenous women, refugees and undocumented migrant women, and commercial sex workers) than others. On the other hand violence against women is a phenomenon of relevance in all parts of the society and population. How do you discuss such differences and similarities, inequalities and common concerns?
Margaret Abraham: Violence against women is prevalent in all parts of the world and is clearly a global issue but takes on different expressions in various social structures and cultures. We know that VAW is the result of gender inequality and unequal power and control. However, we also need to recognize that the vulnerabilities and risks are not the same for all women nor manifest itself in the same way and at the same time in all contexts. Some groups of women have more power than others and greater access to resources. Some women are more vulnerable than others based on their social, economic and political location. We also have to take into account the different histories, structural conditions and cultural factors in specific settings that make certain groups, for example undocumented migrant women, sex workers, refugees, poor women, transgender women more vulnerable than others. We have to contend with patriarchy but also poverty, racism, histories of colonization, forms of segregation, marketization and exclusions. The global problem of gender and intersectional violence takes different forms based on historical, social, political, economic, and cultural specificities in different situational contexts, and we have to acknowledge this and then address the commonalities and differences. For me, discussing similarities and differences, inequalities and common concerns requires examining issues both globally and locally, drawing upon an intersectional analysis to explain within and across contexts, including the ways that violence against women is conceptualized and addressed (or not). For example, we need to understand how the state and state operated systems of domination work in different contexts that make certain groups of women more vulnerable to violence.
Brigitte Aulenbacher and Birgit Riegraf: You are living and working in the USA. Your research includes perspectives from global North and South. And as president of the ISA you are engaged in developing a global sociology facing the challenge to ref lect on the interrelations between the global and the local. Violence against women is an issue of global relevance embedded in a wide range of cultural, social, political and economic conditions making it very heterogeneous. How do we have to look on the phenomenon coming from sociologies of the global North or the global South?
Margaret Abraham: The mélange of social, cultural and spatial units that we are all identified with bring to the fore the strengths and challenges in addressing this subject. People have multiple identities and are exposed to a host of intellectual, social, political and cultural cross currents. In our world today, new technologies and movements connect people around the world and various contestations, interactions and collaboration occur at multiple levels that enable us to build a contextualized and locally grounded global sociology. Such a global sociology enables us to engage in a global debate and dialogue without losing sight of local specificities and contexts. Sociology is well equipped to address both global issues and local concerns. For example, in the context of violence against women, we see that it is a global phenomenon, a universal problem but its forms and manifestation vary across places and time. Therefore one cannot force a unidimensional or homogenous construct of violence against women. Current forces of globalization, marketization, migration, capital accumulation and increasing fundamentalism contribute to violence against women. However this cannot be addressed only in the context of the present without a deeper understanding of social structures in terms of social geographies, socio-histories, and structural inequalities that have contributed to the contemporary forms of violence against women (and men). Past local and global histories do intertwine with the present and also provide the context that can help consider better pathways for the future in addressing gender and intersectional violence. This requires a deeper understanding of the linkages between the local, national, and transnational spheres, in terms of causes, manifestations, and policy outcomes. This does not mean getting stuck in a quagmire of identity politics that increases cleavages, but rather moving to an acknowledgement of injustices and seeking redress through solutions that can enable us to consider our common humanity. A global sociology must be ready to examine why, when, and how issues and actions go global.
To build a global sociology that can address the key issues of our time, including violence against women, entails first and foremost a recognition that a »global« »universal« cannot be defined by the dominant few who hold the resources and the resulting power to shape knowledge production, policies and actions that frequently, though not always intentionally, tend to ignore the diversity of histories and contexts and the experiences of marginalized groups. For way too long, the hierarches of knowledge production and dissemination have not adequately recognized the critical work from the global South, or marginalized scholars from the global North, and we need to rectify this if we want to build a global sociology that is meaningful, diverse and inclusive. This entails building a contextual global sociology.
Our research and practices must also confront the violence perpetrated by states within and outside of their borders against groups and civilians that exacerbate violence against women. There have been those who talk about the decreasing significance of the state but I am convinced that while it has morphed in certain ways by global forces, the state continues to be important on the ground and as a unit of analysis. In a recently coedited volume of Current Sociology with Evangelia Tastsoglou, the contributors demonstrate the importance of interrogating the state, its limitations and possibilities in ending violence against women. In this issue we show that while we need to involve the state in addressing VAW, invoking the power of the state in seeking solutions, comes with its own set of problems in terms of framing violence against women and developing policies and practices to address it.
Brigitte Aulenbacher and Birgit Riegraf: Violence against women is an issue strongly connected to second wave feminism. And it persistently figures as a women's issue in the wider scientific community. In your approach it figures as an issue of human rights, justice and democracy. What are your arguments to address it this way? And what kind of theoretical work is important to substantiate these perspectives?
Margaret Abraham: Second wave feminism has been important to shifting violence against women from a private problem to a public issue. It has played a vital role in providing a crucial theoretical lens in emphasizing the central role of patriarchy and the power and control that men hold over women in patriarchal societies. Second wave feminism was critical in challenging the public-private divide and in addressing issues of gender inequality. However, by focusing solely on gender and patriarchy, what was not really addressed was the assumption of women as a homogeneous / monolithic and essentialized category. This denied the heterogeneity among women in terms of different, histories, cultural and structural conditions and situational contexts that shaped their lives. It took scholars and activists, critical race theorists, post-colonial theorists and indigenous women's movements to challenge and draw attention to the need to address both the commonalities and differences among women. There is no doubt that it was second wave feminism and the ensuing debates and dialogues, the contradictions and contestations, the collaborations and tensions, the frameworks and actions in different spaces that helped raise gender inequality issues into the international arena and make violence against women a global issue. For me, personally, it was a combination of reading and learning first-hand from a range of scholars, teachers and community activists, especially women of color and from the global South, that helped me consider the consequences of not addressing race, caste, ethnicity, colonialism, class in understanding gender and patriarchy. Additionally, serving on the executive and then as president of ISA's RC 32 [ISA-Research Committee 32 on Women in Society, BA / BR] informed my thinking on intersectionality. However, some of my earliest exposure to feminist thought was through my sister, Taisha Abraham, an academic herself, who early on encouraged me to read, engage with the material and discuss the issues further.
I also want to say that the issue of violence against women is not solely a women's issue and ending violence against women should not be the responsibility solely of women. It is an economic, political, social, cultural and structural issue that impacts families, communities and society at large. Violence against women is about power and control; it is about deny ing human rights, justice and full citizenship to a significant proportion of the world's population and therefore it is our collective responsibility to work towards rectifying this injustice.
Many countries have complex histories of violence and also struggles for justice both in the global North and South. There are important questions that we need to consider. For example, how do we conceptualize violence? What can we, sociologists, do to address the incredibly high levels of violence in our societies? How can sociologists across the world engage in sociological dialogue that will help in mitigating violence that kills, brutalizes, vandalizes, engages in othering, violence that displaces scores of individuals, families, groups and communities? How can we end the violence against women and children? How do we make our homes, streets, schools, workplace, public and private spaces safe for all? How do we stop state violence, ensure accountability of state institutions and actors in ending violence? What are the structural and cultural factors, actors and institutions that need to be addressed for positive change? What is our role as sociologists in shaping public policy? How do we as sociologists, through research and activism help ensure a life free of violence, of equality, dignity and justice for all?
No single theoretical work is sufficient in answering these questions. Rather it is connecting theory and a deep understanding of what is happening on the ground within and across specific contexts that will provide the bigger picture and enable us to understand it. For me, feminist theories including intersectional perspectives, Marxism, Critical Race Theory, Post-Colonial theories and especially action research all play a critical role in understanding violence and pointing to the direction of a future without it. In an edited volume in 2012 in Current Sociology (Monograph Series) on linking research and action, Bandana Purkayastha and I note that feminist action oriented research, with its strong participatory component and transformative intentions, has made significant contributions to challenging patriarchy and intersecting systems of oppression to change power structures and relations as well as empower individuals and communities seeking social justice and social change in a number of arenas including violence against women, development projects, labor rights, and property rights.
If we talk about Human Rights, justice and democracy we have to consider that in many parts of the world we find autocracies or dictatorships and that violence against women and cutting or denying women's rights are fundamental problems. In other parts of the world the considerable status quo of accepted human rights is going along with economic restrictions, new inequalities and consequences for social rights, social justice and democracy. We find a lot of movements all around the world against violence against woman, for social justice and for more democracy, but also a lot of counter movements. You are a protagonist of a global sociology, but also of a public sociology and an activist against violence against women. How sociology is challenged? And how can sociology face said challenges?
Margaret Abraham: In our deeply troubled world, fraught with problems of inequality, violence and social exclusion, sociologists cannot afford to maintain an apathetic distance from the conf licts and contestations of our social world. In fact, sociological silence amidst the political and social upheavals of our time is tantamount to being complicit in injustice.
Today social movements are playing an increasingly important role and we need to pay more attention to the spectrum of movements and the kinds of complicated temporary alliances that are being formed. We need to understand its implications for civil society and examine the ability of movements in bringing about real sustainable transformative change. Given sociologists deep understanding of society, knowledge of theoretical and conceptual frameworks and commitment to technical rigor, we are well suited to the task of engaging with the public on matters that affect civil society. It is therefore appropriate that the sociological perspective(s) is available to civil society when it can make the difference and actually contribute to meaningful action, inf luence policy and even be the game changer in the search for a better, more just world.
Let me add once again that I consider social justice to be the soul of public and global sociology, it's very raison d'être, that helps unravel the historical, structural and relational dimensions of domination and oppression that are responsible for the current conditions of inequality and injustice. The goal of social justice invokes a moral and social responsibility on sociologists to generate and share knowledge and engage in collective action for social change. To address injustices, is to advocate for social justice, be these in local, national, transnational and global contexts. The challenge for sociology however is to find the diverse tools to engage in research and action in systematic ways that can address across time and space, especially at a time when the social sciences in many parts of the world are under attack. A time when funding for sociological research is reduced or when the agenda is framed by the very institutions that sociologists hope to transform. Margaret Abraham: Sociologists have dealt with the concepts of power, violence and justice. However, I think that the times we live in require us to re-engage with these issues with greater urgency. Today we are confronted with complex global concerns that compel us to increasingly draw upon the diversity of sociology as a discipline to dialogue within and across societies , however disparate; and to address the social, economic, and political challenges to collaboratively contour a more just world in the 21st century. There are several questions that come to mind that we need to address. Today in a persistently violent, unequal and divided world, striving for social justice seems an immensely challenging endeavor. Violence, inequalities and injustices are well-entrenched, old forms persists and new forms emerge. Sadly, our world is a cauldron of disaffection, hostilities, exclusions and mutinies. Coercion is being routinely used to protect the hegemony of the power elite across nations and to maintain the status quo. Of the numerous ongoing armed conf licts, many are intra-state wars in which governments are battling sections of their own people. The threat of terrorism is also used by certain states to curtail individual freedoms. We also need to understand the shifting terrains of power and the justifications used to normalize everyday violence. What are the causes and consequences of everyday manifestations of power and violence? There is the need to consider the role of state and institutional power relations to ongoing everyday violence. In response to disempowerment, violence, and injustice we have also witnessed nonviolent movements, humanitarian interventions, and peace processes that have empowered communities, reduced violence and promoted justice. For me it is hard for us to be talking about ending violence against women when we do not address the violence perpetrated by the state, corporations and groups and institutions.
I also think we have to move from a focus solely on rights to also addressing the issue of responsibility of states, institutions and communities and what these responsibilities mean in terms of ending violence. How do we address the spread of violence, redress injustices and move beyond narrow legalistic terms in contouring a more just world. There seem no easy solutions but I do think that sociologists are well equipped to help answer these questions. We have to move beyond solely problematizing to also providing solutions if sociology is to make a difference and help bring about transformative change.
As president of ISA, part of my presidential agenda is to strengthen Sociology's commitment to addressing gendered and intersectional violence. We need a global network of sociologists and stakeholders who can draw upon their local, national, regional and global experience to provide solutions for mitigating the problems of gendered and intersectional violence and I hope as we build up to the World Congress in 2018, we will have taken a few steps forward in addressing this. (http://www.isa-sociology. org/congress 2018) Brigitte Aulenbacher and Birgit Riegraf: In Europe, but also in other parts of the world -in regard of the dramatic migration and refugee movements worldwide and the problems interrelated with market fundamentalism and austerity schemes -we are facing problematic old and new, sometimes astonishing alliances between misogyny and xenophobic thinking, certain forms of feminism and xenophobia and some more. What could and should your approach and your work in ISA contribute to the »ref lections, responses and responsibilities« with regard to these developments?
Margaret Abraham: Sociologists across the world have addressed some of the major issues of their time and today we sociologists have to address the social tsunamis of our time. The International Sociological Association as well as the national and regional sociological associations need to continuously adapt and have the responsibility to respond through our sociological research, teaching and practice to the challenges of our changing, often tumultuous world. Given that migration has been and still is central part of the global economy and the political reorganization of the world, we need to address the challenges and struggles that migrants and refugees encounter. Migration has always been and remains a matter of »bounda-ries,« »rights,« and »unequal opportunities,« and it can be an issue of social exclusion and a cause of new forms of social inequalities.
I do not have the space here to address the astonishing alliances between misogyny and xenophobic thinking, feminism and xenophobia. Let me just say that we have to ask ourselves about what contributes to historical and cultural constructions of a common foe? There are clearly notions of othering, the buildup of fear of »foreigners« as untrustworthy and the scapegoating of those displaced as appropriators of the limited resources. States responsibility to provide basic resources is def lected by often blaming the most vulnerable. Over the years we have also seen an increasing buildup of a culture of fear as powerful tool used by states to curtail freedom. We also have to address how has the discussion of human rights also become fraught with the question of competing rights. How do we talk about institutions and state power and ongoing everyday violence? For me it is not just the talk of rights but to talk about injustices, how to redress these injustices and the responsibility that we all share in building a global community and common humanity. We need to ref lect and show the clarity that critical sociological thinking provides, in addressing the issues of our times. We need to celebrate Sociology in all its diversity but find our inspiration and direction from a close link between theory and practice, action-research, theorizing and activism. We need to utilize historical critical lenses to understand modern contradictions and show that Sociology can make a difference in building a more just world.
